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Poor motor-skill development, which limits success, may discourage physical activity. 

G iven the direct relationships among physical inactivity, obesity, and 
chronic disease, it is important to understand the underlying mecha- 
nismsof the factors that can influence physical inactivity and to deter- 
mine causal pathways that lead to physical inactivity as they emerge 
across developmental time. One potential causal pathway that has been largely 
ignored in the literature is the influence of motor skill development on physical 
activity levels. Although significant attention has been given to promoting physical 
activity in children via intervention (McKenzie, Nader, Strikmiller, & Yang, 1996; 
McKenzie et al ., 2003; Sal I i s et al ., 1997), little attention has been given to the 
developmental process of how children learn to move and to the changing role 
that emerging motor skill development plays in children's physical activity levels 
as they grow. Wemustfind ways to mitigate the health risks of inactivity, obesity, 
and the lack of health-related physical fitness. 

We bel i eve th at th e I ack of an i n terd i sci pi i nary approach to add ress th i s probl em 
has limited our ability as researchers to identify and understand the underlying 
mechanismsthatcan lead to either physical activity or physical inactivity. Thus, we 
havenot been ableto slow down or diminish thesegrowing problems. Specifically, we 
believethatthelimited advancement in solvingthecrisisof physical inactivity and 
obesity is due to a lack of understanding of (1) the relation ship between motor skill 
development and physical activity; (2) the mediating effects of variables, including 
perceived motor skill competence, obesity, and health -related physical fitness; (3) the 
dynamic and changing relationships among these variables across developmental 
time; and (4) theuseof appropriate developmental and physical activity measures. 
With this in mind, we have developed a model (figure 1) representing what we 
believeare important concepts that have been identified in the literature, but have 
not been integrated and systematically linked to the understanding of why so many 
individuals become inactive as they move to adolescence and adulthood. 

The Role of Motor Skill Development 

At the heart of our conceptual model is a reciprocal and dynamic relationship 
between motor skill competence and physical activity. Motor skill competence is 
defined in terms of common fundamental motor ski I Is (FM S): object control (e.g., 
throw and kick) and locomotor ski I Is (e.g., run and hop). A common misconception 
is that children "naturally" attain proficient levels of FMS; however, many children 
do not (Clark, 2007; Goodway & Branta, 2003; Goodway, Suminski, & Ruiz, 2003; 
Langendorfer& Roberton, 2002a, b). Many of thesechildren may not attain sufficient 
competencein FMSto apply these ski I Is to lifelong physical activity in adolescence 
or adulthood (Goodway & Branta, 2003; Goodway et al., 2003). We suggest that 
children 'sphysical activity in early childhood may drive their development of motor 
skill competencein theform of FMSacquisition. Increased physical activity provides 
more opportunities to promote neuromotor development, which in turn promotes 
FM S development (Fisher et al., 2005; Okely, Booth, & Patterson, 2001b). 
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Motor skill competence, as in kicking a ball, likely influences 
children's motivation for physical activity. However, such skills 
do not necessarily develop naturally; they must be taught. 


Differences in the initial levels of FMS development are 
dueto manyfactors, includingtheimmediateenvironment, 
structured physical education, socioeconomic status, parental 
influences, and climate. Thus, we hypothesize that young 
children (ages4-7) will demonstrate various levelsof physical 
activity and motor skill development that are weakly related 
(i.e., low correlations between levels of physical activity 
and motor skill development). As children transition into 
middle childhood and adolescence, we believe the relation- 
ship between physical activity and motor ski 1 1 development 
becomesmoresignificantand will strengthen. Duringmiddle 
childhood and adolescence, higher levelsof motor ski 1 1 devel- 
opment will offer greater opportunities to engage in various 
physical activities, sports, and games. We expect that more 
highly skilled children will self-select higher levelsof physi- 
cal activity, while children who are less skillful will choose 
to engage in lower levels of physical activity. At this point, 
we believe the ability to demonstrate skillfulness in many 
types of sports, games, and activities will influence physical 
activity levels. As children transition into adolescence and 
early adulthood, we believe that the relationship between 
FMS development and physical activity will grow stronger. 
Thus, we may not fully realize the effect that motor skill 
development hason habitual physical activity until a person 
reaches adolescence or adulthood. 

The Role of Mediating Variables 

Although the primary focus of our conceptual model is 
the dynamic and synergistic relationship between motor 
skill competence and physical activity, we believe that 
perceived motor skill competence, health-related physical 
fitness, and obesity represent important mediating variables 
that will account for some of the heretofore unexplained 
variability found in physical activity research. Overall, we 
believe the sum effect of these mediating variables promotes 
either a negative or positive spiral of engagement in physi- 
cal activity and also influences the possibility of continued 



development of FM S. 

Perceived motor competence and health -related physical 
fitness can either worsen this negative spiral of disengage- 
ment or improve the positive spiral of engagement. The 
low-skilled children ulti matel y percei ve th em sel ves as h avi n g 
little motor skill competence, and thus they choose not to 
engagein physical activity, become I essfit, and movefurther 
into the negative spiral of disengagement from physical 
activities, games, and sports (figure 1). This will ultimately 
result in high levels of physical inactivity and sedentary 
behavior and will place these individuals at greater risk for 
being obese during adolescence and adulthood. Research 
supports thisview, suggesting that low-skilled children who 
have poor perceptions of their motor skill competence are 
less likely to seek and select physical activity in comparison 
to their more highly skilled peers (Butcher & Eaton, 1989; 
Fisher et al„ 2005). 

We suggest that the positive spiral of engagement will 
occur among the moderately and highly skilled children. 
Children who have higher perceived and actual motor 
skill competence will be more likely to persist in physical 
activities, especially those that they perceive as fun and 
intrinsically rewarding (Fisher et al ., 2005). A positive spiral 
of engagement results in greater physical activity and fitness 
levelsforthesehigher-skilled children because engagement in 
physical activities (1) provides moreopportunities to further 
develop theirmotor skill competence, (2) leadsto thedevel- 
opment of higher and more accurate perceptions of motor 
skill competence, and (3) enables them to persist in activi- 
ties for a greater amount of time, resulting in higher fitness 
levels. As children move from childhood to adolescence, a 
more substantial physical activity dividewill emerge between 
low-skilled, inactive children who perceive themselves as 
poorly skilled, and their higher-skilled, more active peers 
who think physical activity is rewarding and fun. 

Continues on page 48 
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and mark e t i ng? A l ack of sc ie nt i fic - bas e d argum e nts? Or a 
l ack of confidenc e to stand for ours el ves? 

Th e Rol e of Physic a l Educ a t i on 

Throughout phys i ca l e ducat i on's 120 - y ea r h i story, soc i a l 
d e mandson body shap e hav e i nflu e nc e d how soc ie ty v ie ws 
th i s field and i ts d i r e ct r el at i on to i ssu e s of ov e rw ei ght and 
und e rw ei ght. But how has phys i ca l e ducat i on r e spond e d 
to thes e conc e rns and to the brand new sc i ent i fic data that 
prov e s th e b e n e fits of phys i ca l act i v i ty for li f e ? How has 
phys i ca l e ducat i on r e sponded to the i ncre a s i ng numb e r of 
p e op le adopt i ng s e d e ntary b e hav i ors? 

Th e l ack of motor sk i l Is and ab ili ty oft e n caus e s frustra - 
t i on among part i c i pants i n phys i ca l act i v i t ie s, and r e p e at e d 
frustrat e d att e mpts le ad to avo i danc e i nst e ad of adh e r e nc e . 
The respons i b ili ty of phys i ca l e ducat i on i sto " e ducate" th e 
body, g i v i ng know le dg e aboutth e pot e nt i a l of mov e m e ntfor 
d e ve l op i ngthesk ill sne e d e d to part i c i pat e w i th enjoyment i n 
many k i ndsof phys i ca l act i v i ty. I t i s n e c e ssary, th e r e for e , that 
phys i ca l e ducat i on t e ach e r - tra i n i ng programs tak e r e spons i- 
b ili ty for e ducat i ng th e acad e my and th e broad e r soc ie ty of 
th e ro le that phys i ca l e ducat i on p l ays i n pr e par i ng human 
b ei ngs for part i c i pat i on i n phys i ca l act i v i ty. 

I n ord e r to fix th e "hous e ," i t i s n e c e ssary that th e prof e s - 
s i ona l s and scho l ars i n th e fi el d of phys i ca l e ducat i on evok e 
th e past and le arn from gr e at le ad e rs such as Luth e r Ha l s e y 
Gu li ck, Jan e Adams, S i dn e y P ei xotto, and Thomas D e n i son 
Wood, who a ll b elie v e d i n th e fi el d not as a sa l vat i on of 
th e wor l d but as an unqu e st i on e d compon e nt of th e e du - 
cat i ona l m i ss i on. H i story a l so sugg e sts the ne e d for a b e tt e r 
i nt e grat i on of th e subd i sc i p li n e s i n th e futur e . Sc ie nt i fic data 
r e cent l y pub li sh e d on ob e s i ty, phys i ca l act i v i ty b e n e fits, and 
s e d e ntary b e hav i or shou l d b e r e ad from th e p e rsp e ct i v e of 
th e fiv e d i m e ns i ons of human li f e : h i stor i ca l , b i o l og i ca l , 
anthropo l og i ca l , e conom i ca l , psycho l og i ca l , and soc i o l og i ca l 
(Strong e ta. I ., 2005). Furth e rmor e , th i sknow le dg e shou l d b e 
transm i tt e d to those s e rv e d by our prof e ss i on. 

H i stor i ca ll y sp ea k i ng, phys i ca l e ducat i on has not stood 
up for i ts el f. I t i s t i m e to do so. 
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Assessment Issues 

In the few studies that have investigated the relationship 
between motor skill development and physical activity, 
development has been evaluated by either assessing abil- 
ity in individual skills or by using a test that purportedly 
measured the construct of motor skill development (Fisher 
et al„ 2005; McKenzie, Sallis, & Broyles, 2002; Okely et al., 
2001a, b). In many of these studies, measures of motor skill 
development represented either a "product" or result of the 
child'smovement, such as the number of successful catches 
or a description of the child's way of moving. Studies that 
used a process-oriented approach to examine motor skill 
competence did not relate the movement description to a 
developmental continuum. Rather, they focused on whether 
the child's movement approximated the movement of an 
expert or elite performer. In this approach, two children 
can receive the same "score" for quite different "distances," 
neither of which represents the children's actual level of 
motor development. 

In short, the developmental validity of many previously 
used measures of motor skill competence and the types of 
tasks that have been examined have been questioned, not 
only by traditional developmental assessment standards, 
but also by the researchers them selves. Moreover, when the 
definition of "expert" performance is overly simplistic, the 
resulting scores tended to have ceiling effects that made 
it impossible to distinguish between intermediate and ad- 
vanced motor ski 1 1 development. In light of these concerns, 
new research in thisarea clearly needsto use valid measures 
of motor skill development. 

The increasing trend of physical inactivity and childhood 
obesity in our society is multifaceted, with many underly- 
ing factors. The inclusion of a developmental perspective 
on this issue is necessary and the factors included in our 
model will providea better understanding of why children, 
adolescents, and adults choose to be either physically active 
or sedentary. 
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